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Customer incivility and service sabotage in the hotel industry
Abstract 
Purpose: Using equity theory, this study aims to examine the role of customer incivility in 
affecting service sabotage among hotel employees by recognizing the mediating role of revenge 
motivation and the moderating effect of emotion regulation.
Design/methodology/approach: A multi-wave, multi-source questionnaire survey was 
conducted with 291 employee-supervisor dyads at chain hotels in Shenzhen City, China. 
Previously developed and validated measures for customer incivility, revenge motivation, 
emotion regulation, and service sabotage were adopted to test the hypotheses.
Findings: Customer incivility increased employees’ revenge motivation and service sabotage. 
Emotion regulation acted as a boundary condition for customer incivility’s direct effect on 
revenge motivation and its indirect effect on service sabotage through revenge motivation. 
Cognitive reappraisal mitigated the detrimental influence of customer incivility, whereas 
expressive suppression worsened its adverse effects.
Practical implications: Managers should monitor and deter the emergence of uncivil behaviors, 
provide psychological support for employees experiencing customer incivility and encourage 
these employees to use cognitive reappraisal rather than expressive suppression as an emotion 
regulation strategy.
Originality/value: To our knowledge, no prior research has investigated the customer 
incivility–service sabotage relationship in the hotel industry. This study sheds light on how 
customer incivility can motivate service sabotage among hotel employees. Furthermore, we 
used equity theory rather than the commonly adopted resources perspective to offer new 
insights into the customer incivility–service sabotage relationship.
Keywords: customer incivility, revenge motivation, emotion regulation, service sabotage, 
equity theory
Article classification: Research paper
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Introduction
In the past few decades, the growth of the service industry has led to an increase in service-
related jobs. Unfortunately, customer incivility has also increased, and service employees are 
frequently exposed to “daily hassles” during the customer service process (Arnold and Walsh, 
2015; Sliter et al., 2010, 2012; Wilson and Holmvall, 2013). Prior research has established that 
frontline employees are exposed to prolonged periods in a service setting (Torres et al., 2017). 
Consequently, employees in the hospitality industry (e.g., restaurants or hotels) are significantly 
more likely than those in other industries to experience customer incivility (Huang and Miao, 
2016; Torres et al., 2017). Occasional incivility should not be particularly stressful; however, 
repeated uncivil behaviors can create stress and lead to negative responses (Kim and Qu, 2019; 
Sliter et al., 2012). Thus, it is imperative to explore how customer incivility influences service 
employees’ behaviors in hospitality contexts.
Several studies have examined customer incivility in hospitality contexts (e.g., Cho et al., 
2016; Han et al., 2016; Hur et al., 2016; Kim and Qu, 2019; Torres et al., 2017; Wilson and 
Holmvall, 2013). However, a critical area that has not received much attention is the connection 
among customer incivility, hotel employees’ negative responses, and the impact on work 
performance (Hur et al., 2016; Torres et al., 2017). To address this issue, this study focuses on 
the association between customer incivility and service sabotage—a deviant behavior by hotel 
frontline service employees. As a subtle form of mistreatment (Kern and Grandey, 2009), 
customer incivility can adversely affect employees’ attitude and performance (Sliter et al., 2010; 
van Jaarsveld et al., 2010) and increase the likelihood of service sabotage. Therefore, we 
propose that service sabotage may be an important behavioral consequence of customer 
incivility among service employees in the hotel industry.
Previous studies have indicated that customer incivility can deplete service employees’ 
valuable resources (e.g., emotional resources) (Cho et al., 2016; Hur et al., 2015; van Jaarsveld 
et al., 2010) and increase the risk of negative consequences, such as burnout (Kim and Qu, 
2019; Sliter et al., 2010) and withdrawal (Sliter et al., 2012). Most prior studies have adopted 
the resources perspective (e.g., Han et al., 2016; Walker et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2011; Wilson 
and Holmvall, 2013; etc.), but the present study argues that this perspective alone cannot fully 
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explain the effect of customer incivility on service sabotage. Although a lack of resources may 
hinder employees from acting proactively (e.g., may trigger a desire for avoidance and resultant 
withdrawal behaviors), it cannot explain the motivations for revenge or retaliatory actions, such 
as sabotaging service (Gregoire et al., 2009). This research, therefore, uses equity theory to 
examine the employee–customer social exchange and the potential effect of incivility on service 
sabotage.
Customer incivility can be considered as a negative social exchange between customers and 
employees (Walker et al., 2014). In these negative exchanges, the returns that employees 
receive (i.e., incivility rather than courtesy and respect) do not match the resources that they 
have invested (i.e., time, emotion, and energy). This discrepancy increases employees’ 
perceptions that they are not being treated justly by the customers, which can lead to retaliatory 
actions, such as service sabotage. These violations can also cause employees to develop a “tit 
for tat” mentality (Andersson and P arson, 1999; Walker et al., 2017). Thus, employees might 
engage in acts of service sabotage to retaliate against uncivil customers (Abubakar and Arasli, 
2016; Skarlicki et al., 2016). Therefore, this study predicted that revenge motivation could 
serve as a vital mediating mechanism in the customer incivility–service sabotage relationship.
This study also aimed to elucidate the conditions under which the adverse effects of 
customer incivility are amplified or mitigated. Hence, it examined the moderating role of 
emotion regulation, which includes two strategies for coping with cognitive events: cognitive 
reappraisal and expressive suppression (Gross, 1998; Spaapen et al., 2014). Employees who 
use cognitive reappraisal when faced with uncivil behaviors will reevaluate stressful situations 
(Gross and John, 2003) and try to decrease their feelings of unjust treatment, thereby reducing 
negative emotions. As such, their revenge motivation may be buffered. Conversely, employees 
using expressive suppression strategies might experience a dissonance between their inner 
feelings and outer expressions (Gross and John, 2003); this dissonance can emphasize feelings 
of inequity and trigger revenge motivation. Therefore, different emotion regulation strategies 
provide valuable boundary conditions to examine the effects of customer incivility on revenge 
motivation and expand our knowledge of how and when customer incivility increases 
employees’ revenge motivation.
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Theoretical background and hypotheses
Customer incivility
Andersson and Pearson (1999) defined workplace incivility as a “low-intensity deviant 
behavior with ambiguous intent to harm the target, in violation of workplace norms for mutual 
respect” (p. 457). Incivility appears not only in employee–employee interactions, but also in 
employee–customer interactions, in which employees frequently experience unfriendly and 
impolite treatment by customers (Kern and Grandey, 2009; Sliter et al., 2010). In service 
occupations, most employees face uncivil behaviors more often from customers than from 
colleagues. This might be due to the following reasons: (1) service employees communicate 
with clients more frequently than with colleagues (Wilson and Holmvall, 2013); (2) employees 
have less power in the employee–customer relationship (Henkel et al., 2017; Hur et al., 2015; 
Sliter et al., 2010); and (3) customers in service encounters are more likely to be strangers (Kern 
and Grandey, 2009). Therefore, following Andersson and Pearson’s (1999) definition of 
workplace incivility, customer incivility has been defined as a “low-intensity deviant behavior, 
perpetrated by someone in a customer or client role, with ambiguous intent to harm an employee, 
in violation of social norms of mutual respect and courtesy” (Sliter et al., 2010, p. 468). 
Examples of customer incivility include not saying “thank you”, talking on the phone while 
service is being provided (Sliter et al., 2010), or speaking in an uncivil manner (van Jaarsveld 
et al., 2010).
Previous studies have identified five main characteristics of customer incivility. First, 
customer incivility is a type of low-intensity behavior. Unlike high-intensity behaviors—such 
as aggression (Ben-Zur and Yagil, 2005), mistreatment (Shao and Skarlicki, 2014) and abuse 
(Kashif et al., 2017)—customer incivility does not involve physical contact and tends to involve 
less overt behaviors, such as slighting or ignoring service employees (Cortina and Magley, 
2009). Second, the motives for incivility tend to be ambiguous; namely, customers may display 
incivility out of ignorance or negligence, rather than an intent to cause harm (Kim and Qu, 
2019; Sliter et al., 2010; Torres et al., 2017), unlike aggression, mistreatment and abuse, which 
have clear objectives of assault (Sliter et al., 2012). Third, customer incivility can be difficult 
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to detect and monitor (Walker et al., 2014). Whereas mutual respect and courtesy are implicit 
social norms, people can have different understandings of these norms, which makes incivility 
difficult to observe (Arnold and Walsh, 2015). Fourth, as acts of customer incivility are difficult 
to detect, they might not be considered threatening (Torres et al., 2017) and are easily neglected 
by managers, resulting in increased frequency. Finally, as a subtle deviant behavior (Kern and 
Grandey, 2009), occasional customer incivility might not be considered stressful, but with 
repeated instances over time, it can produce stress and have negative consequences (Kim and 
Qu, 2019; Sliter et al., 2012). Customer incivility is, therefore, a crucial stressor for service 
employees (Kern and Grandey, 2009) and can adversely affect their performance (Sliter et al., 
2010; van Jaarsveld et al., 2010).
Customer incivility and service sabotage
Service sabotage, as an extension of workplace sabotage in the service industry (Skarlicki 
et al., 2008), is defined as the intentional behavior of frontline service employees to interrupt 
customer service and harm customers’ interests (Chi et al., 2015; Harris and Ogbonna, 2002; 
Lee and Ok, 2014; Wang et al., 2011). It is a type of deviant behavior that goes against 
organizational norms and imperils the welfare of organizations and their members (Bennett and 
Robinson, 2000; Robinson and Bennett, 1995). Workplace sabotage is common among 
employees in traditional industries (e.g., manufacturing factories). Employees might disrupt 
normal operations by being uncooperative, hiding useful information, transmitting incorrect 
information, destroying work tools, or attempting to undermine interpersonal relationships in 
the organization (Ambrose et al., 2002; Crino, 1994; Skarlicki et al., 2008). In those cases, the 
saboteur has a clear target: the organization (Ambrose et al., 2002; Crino, 1994).
In service industry sabotage, the target shifts from the organization to the customer (Lee 
and Ok, 2014). Service sabotage in the hotel industry takes place during the customer service 
process and can assume many forms. For example, employees dealing with food and beverages 
might deliberately slow down the service or intentionally ignore, embarrass, or show hostility 
toward the customers; those in the housekeeping department might intentionally fail to keep 
the rooms perfectly clean; and those on the front desk might receive customers discourteously 
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or refuse to provide them with comprehensive and accurate information (Harris and Ogbonna, 
2006; Lee and Ok, 2014; Skarlicki et al., 2008; Wang et al., 2011; Zhou et al., 2018). The 
negative effects of the sabotage on the customers’ perceptions of service quality can hinder 
enterprises from gaining competitive advantages (Skarlicki et al., 2016). Thus, it is important 
to uncover the precursors of service sabotage and the reasons for its emergence.
Sabotage has been documented as retaliatory in nature (Ambrose et al., 2002; Skarlicki et 
al., 2008). The stressful situations created by customer incivility can incentivize employees to 
carry out sabotage. When viewed through the prism of equity theory, customer incivility 
represents a poor social exchange between employees and customers (Walker et al., 2014), 
which generates feelings of unfairness among employees (Andersson and Pearson, 1999; Wang 
et al., 2011) and results in retaliatory service sabotage (Bedi and Schat, 2017; Skarlicki et al., 
2008; Skarlicki et al., 2016).
Specifically, service delivery is not always a simple unilateral process between a provider 
and a recipient: effective interactions and consensus between the two actors can be more 
important than simple delivery (Surprenant and Solomon, 1987). For example, when customers 
check into a hotel, service employees must first communicate with them about how long they 
will stay, their room preferences, and so on. The social exchange does not end after the check-
in, and employees might provide ongoing services until the clients leave the hotel. A significant 
time investment is required from the employees to ensure high-quality service, and the 
customers’ response to such investment can shape employees’ perceptions of the social 
interaction. They might compare their work inputs (e.g., time, emotion, energy) to their work 
returns (e.g., respect, politeness, compliments from customers) and attempt to achieve equity 
between the two (Adams, 1963, 1965). When employees detect customer incivility during the 
service process, they perceive an unequal tradeoff between investments and returns, which can 
lead to perceptions of unfairness in the employee–customer social exchange and result in stress 
(Andersson and Pearson, 1999; Wang et al., 2011; Walker et al., 2014). Employees might, 
therefore, employ “tit for tat” responses (e.g., service sabotage) to damage the interests of the 
perpetrators of the incivility (Bedi and Schat, 2017; Skarlicki et al., 2008, 2016). Thus, we 
propose:
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H1. Customer incivility is positively related to service sabotage.
Mediating role of revenge motivation
Revenge motivation is the intention of employees to punish and cause harm to a target (e.g., 
a customer) for the damage caused to them (Gregoire et al., 2009; Yeh, 2015). On the basis of 
equity theory, individuals attend to pursue equity between the efforts they devote to work 
(inputs) and the resulting outcomes (outputs) (Adams, 1963, 1965; Greenberg, 1987). Customer 
incivility may cause employees to sense an imbalance between efforts and returns, which can 
lead to a desire to punish the perpetrators of incivility and increase revenge motivation.
Equity theory further suggests that individuals are sensitive to unjust situations and are 
inclined to act to restore equity (Adams, 1963, 1965; Schumann and Ross, 2010). Customer 
incivility violates norms of mutual respect, and victimized employees may feel unfairly treated. 
To restore equity and decrease the sense of unfairness, employees may engage in acts of 
retaliation motivated by a desire for revenge (Bedi and Schat, 2017; Yeh, 2015). Hence, we 
propose:
H2. Revenge motivation mediates the effect of customer incivility on service sabotage.
Moderating effect of emotion regulation
Emotion regulation plays a crucial role in social interactions (Spaapen et al., 2014). For 
instance, when individuals adopt adaptive emotion regulation, the negative effects of stressful 
situations are relatively weak (Shorey et al., 2015). Thus, the intensity of the effects of customer 
incivility on revenge motivation may differ between employees, depending on their emotion 
regulation strategies.
Individuals normally employ one of two emotion regulation strategies: cognitive 
reappraisal or expressive suppression (Gross, 1998; Gross and John, 2003; Spaapen et al., 2014). 
Cognitive reappraisal is regarded as an antecedent-focused strategy (e.g., changing one’s 
thinking about a stressful situation), whereas expressive suppression is considered response-
focused (e.g., controlling negative emotions by not expressing them) (Gross and John, 2003). 
Overall, individuals who regularly choose expressive suppression tend to experience more 
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negative effects (e.g., anxiety, depression, nervousness), whereas those who use cognitive 
reappraisal experience fewer negative effects (Joormann and Gotlib, 2010) and better 
interpersonal functioning (Gross and John, 2003). 
Emotion regulation strategies not only have different adaptive-emotional outcomes (Gross, 
1998), but can amplify or mitigate the feelings of unfairness and the revenge motivation 
experienced by employees facing customer incivility. For example, employees who adopt 
cognitive reappraisal might think that the customers are not intentionally being uncivil, or they 
might examine their own service processes in response to the incivility. As a result, there may 
be fewer feelings of unjust treatment and fewer negative emotions. Cognitive reappraisal may 
therefore be an effective mechanism for reducing the stress caused by customer incivility and 
may weaken the positive effect of customer incivility on revenge motivation.
On the other hand, in expressive suppression, controlling rather than expressing negative 
emotions creates a dissonance betw en inner feelings and outer expressions (Gross and John, 
2003), increasing the risk of negative effects (Gross and John, 2003; Joormann and Gotlib, 
2010). The adoption of expressive suppression in the face of customer incivility can emphasize 
employees’ feelings of inequity, which may strengthen the revenge motivation. Therefore, we 
propose:
H3. Cognitive reappraisal moderates the positive relationship between customer incivility and 
revenge motivation, such that the relationship is weaker when individuals’ cognitive reappraisal 
is high.
H4. Expressive suppression moderates the positive relationship between customer incivility 
and revenge motivation, such that the relationship is stronger when individuals’ expressive 
suppression is high.
Given the reasons mentioned above, we further develop an integrated conceptual 
framework in which revenge motivation mediates the effect of customer incivility on service 
sabotage, and emotion regulation moderates the relationship between customer incivility and 
revenge motivation. In other words, the indirect effect of customer incivility on service 
sabotage through revenge motivation will be weaker among employees who hold high levels 
of cognitive reappraisal and stronger for those who hold high levels of expressive suppression. 
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Hence, we propose:
H5. The indirect effect of customer incivility on service sabotage via revenge motivation is 
moderated by individuals’ cognitive reappraisal, such that this relationship is weaker when 
individuals’ cognitive reappraisal is high.
H6. The indirect effect of customer incivility on service sabotage via revenge motivation is 
moderated by individuals’ expressive suppression, such that this relationship is stronger when 
individuals’ expressive suppression is high.
The conceptual model is illustrated in Figure 1.
[Figure 1 near here]
Method 
Sample and procedures
Shenzhen City in China is a metropolis of modern skyscrapers and shopping malls situated 
close to Hong Kong. For this study, we randomly selected 25 chain hotels from a list of the 50 
most popular hotels in the city, as published on CTRIP.com. We invited the 25 hotels to take 
part in our research: 9 agreed, including 3 budget hotels, 3 three-star hotels, 2 four-star hotels 
and 1 five-star hotel. To minimize common method bias, we conducted multi-wave and multi-
source surveys using the questionnaires (Podsakoff et al., 2012). A time-lagged research design 
was adopted, with three waves of data obtained from service employees and their supervisors 
at two-month intervals. The first wave survey (T1) measured customer incivility, emotion 
regulation and related demographic information (gender, age, education, and tenure). The 
second (T2) was conducted two months later and measured employees’ revenge motivation. 
The third (T3) was administered two months after T2, and the supervisors were asked to 
evaluate employees’ service sabotage.
The surveys were conducted with the support of human resources managers. We obtained 
a list of employees from the departments of housekeeping, food and beverages, and front desk 
(including the check-out counter), as they frequently interact with customers. A total of 80-150 
employees for each hotel (depending on the hotel’s size) were randomly chosen and invited to 
participate in the study; in total, 968 available respondents were obtained. We numbered each 
respondent to match the employees with their supervisors. We put the questionnaires in 
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envelopes and marked each envelope and questionnaire with a unique identifier. They were 
distributed on-site and retrieved after completion. To ensure honest and accurate responses, we 
explained to all the participants that their anonymity and privacy would be respected.
In T1, we distributed questionnaires to 968 employees, and received 723 usable answers 
(response rate: 74.7%). In T2, we sent the second survey to the employees who had responded 
the first time, and 492 valid ones were returned (response rate: 68.1%). In T3, questionnaires 
were distributed to 70 direct supervisors of the 492 employees who had provided valid 
responses in the second wave (on average, each supervisor evaluated 7.0 employees): 291 valid 
questionnaires were returned by 52 supervisors (response rate: 59.2%). Of these 291 employees, 
70.1% were female, 14.4% were 20 years old or younger, 39.2% were aged between 21 and 30, 
18.6% between 31 and 40, 12.7% between 41 and 50, and 15.1% were 51 or older. In terms of 
education, 67.0% held a high school degree or below, 22.4% had a junior college degree, and 
the remaining 10.6% held a bachelor’s degree or above. As for tenure, 35.4% had worked for 
one year or less, nearly half (48.1%) had worked for two to five years, and a relatively small 
proportion (16.5%) had worked for longer than five years. A total of 43.3% worked in 
housekeeping, 24.1% in food and beverages, and 32.6% on the front desk.
Measures
The measures used in this study were originally developed in English but administered in 
Chinese. Therefore, to guarantee the accuracy and reliability of this measures, we followed the 
back-translated approach to translate the items from English to Chinese (Brislin, 1970). In 
addition, to ensure that all items were applicable to the current research context, a human 
resources manager and ten frontline service employees from a hotel were invited to evaluate 
the content (this hotel was not included in our formal study). Based on their feedbacks, minor 
modifications were made to ensure the generalizability of all the items. The respondents rated 
the measures on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). Appendix A shows the items for each construct.
Customer incivility. We measured customer incivility using Walker et al.’s (2014) 4-item 
scale. A sample item was “My customers spoke aggressively toward me.” (Cronbach’s alpha = 
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0.78). 
Revenge motivation. We measured revenge motivation using McCullough et al.’s (1998) 
5-item scale. A sample item was “I wanted to see the customer hurt and miserable.” (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.79).
Emotion regulation. We measured emotion regulation using Spaapen et al.’s (2014) 9-item 
scale; 5 items measured cognitive reappraisal, and 4 measured expressive suppression. A 
sample item for cognitive reappraisal was “I control my emotions by changing the way I think 
about the situati n I’m in”; a sample item for expressive suppression was “When I am feeling 
positive emotions, I am careful not to express them.” The Cronbach’s alphas for cognitive 
reappraisal and expressive suppression were 0.72 and 0.75, respectively.
Service sabotage. We measured service sabotage using Chi et al.’s (2015) 6-item scale. A 
sample item was “This employee mistreats customers deliberately.” (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.94).
Control variables. We controll d for gender, age, education, and tenure in our analyses 
because of their potential effects on service performance (Chi and Grandey, 2019; Lyu et al., 
2016; Zhou et al., 2018). 
Results
Non-response bias and common method bias
Following Armstrong and Overton (1977), we examined the non-response bias to ensure 
that validity was not threatened. We divided the sample into two sub-groups—early and late 
respondents—and compared them in terms of control variables (i.e., demographic 
characteristics) and key variables (i.e., customer incivility, revenge motivation, cognitive 
reappraisal, expressive suppression and service sabotage). The results showed no significant 
differences among those variables (p＞0.05), demonstrating that non-response bias was not a 
problem.
Although we administered the surveys to multiple sources (service employees and their 
supervisors), the control variables and several key variables were self-reported by the 
employees, leading to the possibility of common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). To 
address this issue, we followed Harman (1976) and used a single-factor test to examine the 
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potential impact of common method bias. The results indicated that six factors had eigenvalues 
greater than 1, and the first factor accounted for 27.89% of the total variance. Accordingly, we 
concluded that common method bias was not a serious issue, since several factors appeared, 
and the first factor constituted a small proportion of the total variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003).
Confirmatory factor analyses
We conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) to examine the distinctiveness of the 
key variables (i.e., customer incivility, revenge motivation, cognitive reappraisal, expressive 
suppression and service sabotage) (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988). The results of CFAs 
presented in Table 1 show that the baseline model (five-factor measurement model including 
five key variables) yielded a better fit (χ2 = 522.44, df = 239, IFI = 0.92, CFI = 0.92, RMSEA 
= 0.06.) than other several alternative measurement models (Cheung and Rensvold, 2002). Thus, 
the discriminant validity of the five variables was confirmed. Moreover, all factor loadings were 
significant, indicating convergent validity.
[Table 1 near here]
Descriptive statistics
Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations and correlations of the control variables 
and key variables. The results show that customer incivility was positively related to revenge 
motivation (r = 0.42, p < 0.01) and service sabotage (r = 0.32, p < 0.01). Moreover, revenge 
motivation was positively related to service sabotage (r = 0.31, p < 0.01), offering initial support 
for the hypotheses.
[Table 2 near here]
Hypothesis testing
Hypothesis 1 was tested using hierarchical multiple regression analysis. To test H1, we 
identified service sabotage as the dependent variable and entered the control variables and 
customer incivility in separate steps. The results, as shown in Table 3, indicate that customer 
incivility was positively associated with service sabotage (β = 0.30, p < 0.01, Model 7), thus 
supporting H1.
[Table 3 near here]
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To examine the mediation effect of revenge motivation (Hypothesis 2), we used the Hayes 
PROCESS model (Hayes, 2013). The indirect effect was estimated at 0.13, with a 95% bias-
corrected confidence interval [0.06, 0.22]. Since the range of its indirect effect’s 95% bias-
corrected confidence interval does not contain 0, the indirect effect of customer incivility on 
service sabotage via revenge motivation was considered statistically significant. Hence, H2 is 
supported. Furthermore, the results in Table 3 indicate that customer incivility was positively 
associated with revenge motivation (β = 0.41, p < 0.01, Model 2), and that revenge motivation 
was positively associated with service sabotage (β = 0.29, p < 0.01, Model 8). Compared to the 
direct effect of customer incivility on service sabotage (β = 0.30, p < 0.01, Model 7), the 
inclusion of revenge motivation decreased customer incivility’s positive effect on service 
sabotage (β = 0.22, p < 0.01, Model 9), whereas revenge motivation continued to have a positive 
effect on service sabotage (β = 0.20, p < 0.01, Model 9). This demonstrated a partial mediating 
effect of revenge motivation on the customer incivility–service sabotage relationship. Hence, 
H2 receives further support. 
Moderated regression analyses were used to examine hypotheses 3 and 4 (the moderating 
roles of cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression, respectively). First, we mean-
centered the independent variable (customer incivility) and the moderating variables (cognitive 
reappraisal and expressive suppression) to avoid issues of multicollinearity (Aiken and West, 
1991). As seen in Table 3, the interaction between customer incivility and cognitive reappraisal 
was negatively associated with revenge motivation (β = -0.11, p < 0.05, Model 4), while the 
interaction between customer incivility and expressive suppression was positively associated 
with revenge motivation (β = 0.15, p < 0.01, Model 4). To better comprehend the different 
moderating effects, we plotted the interactions by computing slopes one standard deviation 
above and one standard deviation below the mean of each moderator (Aiken and West, 1991). 
Figures 2 and 3 present the different interaction patterns of cognitive reappraisal and expressive 
suppression, consistent with hypotheses 3 and 4, respectively. As shown in Figure 2, customer 
incivility was more positively associated with revenge motivation when cognitive reappraisal 
was low (β = 0.34, p < 0.01) than when it was high (β = 0.19, p < 0.01). Conversely, as showed 
in Figure 3, customer incivility was less positively associated with revenge motivation when 
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expressive suppression was low (β = 0.15, p < 0.01) rather than high (β = 0.38, p < 0.01). Hence, 
H3 and H4 are supported.
[Figures 2 and 3 near here]
Moderated path analyses were performed to test hypotheses 5 and 6 (cognitive reappraisal 
and expressive suppression, respectively, moderate the indirect effect of customer incivility on 
service sabotage via revenge motivation) (Edwards and Lambert, 2007). Regarding H5, the 
results showed that the indirect effect of customer incivility on service sabotage via revenge 
motivation varied significantly across different levels of cognitive reappraisal (Δβ = -0.05, p < 
0.05). Specifically, this indirect effect was stronger when cognitive reappraisal was low (β = 
0.13, p < 0.01) than when it was high (β = 0.08, p < 0.01). Hence, H5 received support. 
Furthermore, this indirect effect varied significantly across different levels of expressive 
suppression (Δβ = 0.07, p < 0.01). Specifically, it was stronger when expressive suppression 
was high (β = 0.13, p < 0.01) than when it was low (β = 0.06, p < 0.01). Hence, H6 received 
support. 
Discussion and Conclusions
Conclusions
This study adopted the framework of equity theory to examine how and when customer 
incivility leads to service sabotage in the hotel industry. It also investigated the mediating role 
of revenge motivation and the moderating role of different emotion regulation strategies (i.e., 
cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression). Using data gathered through a time-lagged 
research design, we concluded that customer incivility positively affects employees’ revenge 
motivation, which, in turn, increases service sabotage. We also found that emotion regulation 
plays a significant moderating role in the direct effect of customer incivility on revenge 
motivation and its indirect effect on service sabotage through revenge motivation. Specifically, 
cognitive reappraisal reduced the effect of customer incivility on revenge motivation and also 
acted as a buffer for its indirect effect on service sabotage through revenge motivation. However, 
expressive suppression may reinforce the effect of customer incivility on revenge motivation, 
as well as its indirect effect on service sabotage via revenge motivation.
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Theoretical implications
This study makes several theoretical contributions. First, we advance current knowledge on 
c stomer incivility by examining its consequences (i.e., service sabotage). Some scholars have 
explored the adverse effects of customer incivility on employees in various service industries, 
such as retail (Kern and Grandey, 2009; Wilson and Holmvall, 2013), department stores (Hur 
et al., 2015), call centers (van Jaarsveld et al., 2010), banks (Sliter et al., 2010; Sliter et al., 
2012), insurance companies (Walker et al., 2014), and restaurants (Cho et al., 2016; Han et al., 
2016; Kim and Qu, 2019; Wilson and Holmvall, 2013). However, only a few of them focused 
on hotel service employees (Hur et al., 2016; Torres et al., 2017). As far as we know, no 
previous study has investigated the relationship between customer incivility and service 
sabotage in the hotel industry. The current study addresses this issue and sheds light on how 
incivility perpetrated by customers can motivate service sabotage among hotel frontline 
employees.
Second, we draw on the theoretical perspective of equity theory, rather than the commonly 
used resources perspective, resulting in new and comprehensive insights into the association 
between customer incivility and service sabotage. This approach contributes to the knowledge 
on the underlying mechanisms of customer incivility and service sabotage and provides a 
framework for understanding how customer incivility affects service sabotage through revenge 
motivation. We also contribute to equity theory by showing that service employees might 
regard their time, motivation, and energy as inputs that they compare to their returns from 
customers. Given their investment, employees expect fair returns from customers; when these 
expectations are not fulfilled and they experience incivility instead, they develop a sense of 
inequity, increasing the likelihood of revenge motivation or service sabotage toward customers.
Third, we show that emotion regulation strategies are important factors, as they moderate 
the effect of customer incivility on revenge motivation. Specifically, cognitive reappraisal 
alleviates the detrimental influence of customer incivility on revenge motivation, whereas 
expressive suppression amplifies it. By examining the moderating effect of emotion regulation, 
the present study identifies new and essential boundary conditions, according to which 
International Journal of Contem
porary H
ospitality M
anagem
ent
16
customer incivility can be more or less harmful based on employees’ psychological responses.
Practical implications 
Our findings have several implications for hospitality managers and are especially useful 
for human resources managers in hotel enterprises. First, we found that frontline service 
employees who experience customer incivility are more likely to hold high levels of revenge 
motivation and engage in service sabotage. Although customer incivility can be difficult to 
identify (Arnold and Walsh, 2015), hotel managers should pay careful attention to it and attempt 
to monitor and deter the emergence of these uncivil behaviors. They can encourage employees 
to proactively report customer incivility and ask for help from their direct supervisors. 
Furthermore, hotel managers can provide psychological support for employees experiencing 
customer incivility to strengthen their confidence in handling those stressors. For example, due 
to the ambiguous nature of customer incivility (Kim and Qu, 2019; Sliter et al., 2010; Torres et 
al., 2017), managers can provide guidance and assistance to victimized employees to help them 
analyze the causes of incivility and recognize whether such incivility was initiated by them or 
due to the ignorance of customers, reducing the adverse effects. In addition, hotel managers can 
consider giving their service employees increased autonomy to deal with incivility situations 
(Kim and Qu, 2019), which can heighten the employees’ sense of control in ongoing service 
encounters and reduce the level of stress associated with handling these events.
Second, our study demonstrated that employees with different emotion regulation strategies 
report different levels of revenge motivation, which are reflected in different levels of risk that 
they will engage in service sabotage. Hotel managers should provide training programs (e.g., 
collective learning) that teach employees adaptive emotion regulation strategies and encourage 
employees to deal with incivility situations using cognitive reappraisal rather than expressive 
suppression. Moreover, as individuals’ use of particular emotion regulation strategy may be 
relatively fixed, hotel managers should seek to identify during the recruitment process whether 
candidates use reappraisal or suppression approaches to modulate their emotions. Accordingly, 
during recruitment, it is recommended to administer a test of emotion regulation preference: 
candidates who use cognitive reappraisal are less likely to be influenced by customer incivility 
International Journal of Contem
porary H
ospitality M
anagem
ent
17
and should be given priority. 
In line with equity theory, frontline hotel service employees can also compare their inputs 
to their returns in service encounters and attempt to achieve equity between the two (Adams, 
1963, 1965). As customer incivility can lead to employee perceptions of unfairness in the 
employee–customer social exchange and result in unfavorable consequences, hotel managers 
should focus on creating and maintaining a fair environment to decrease the negative effects of 
customer incivility and encourage employees to continuously provide high-quality service. For 
example, hotels enterprises can set up compensation mechanisms by offering monetary 
recompense, spiritual encouragement, or other support to employees who have suffered 
incivility from customers. Measures of this kind will reduce employees’ sense of unfairness 
and thereby lessen the likelihood that they will engage in acts of retaliation.
Limitations and future research
This study has some limitations. The first concerns the research design. Although we used 
multi-wave and multi-source methods, the results might still be affected by common method 
bias. For example, customer incivility and revenge motivation were measured from the same 
source (i.e., employees), and customer incivility and emotion regulation were measured during 
the same wave. Future studies should use alternative research designs to reduce further the risk 
of common method bias. There are also possible deficiencies related to how we measured 
service sabotage through the assessments of the employees’ direct supervisors, as sabotage is 
likely to be performed surreptitiously and hidden from supervisors to avoid negative 
consequences. Future research should adopt more accurate and reasonable methods to measure 
service sabotage. 
Furthermore, although equity theory provides a new perspective for understanding the 
effects of customer incivility on revenge motivation and service sabotage, other theoretical 
perspectives could explain the underlying mechanisms. Moreover, since our results show a 
partial mediating effect of revenge motivation on the relationship between customer incivility 
and service sabotage, this indicates that other mediating mechanisms exist and should be 
explored in future research. For example, organizational culture is regarded as vital in 
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stimulating employees and plays a crucial role in service performance in hotel contexts (Rahimi 
and Gunlu, 2016; Tsui et al., 2006). If the organizational culture is good and a hotel is service-
oriented, employees are likely to receive better training in customer service, enhancing their 
performance and decreasing the chances of service sabotage. This potential mechanism should 
be further considered in future research.
Finally, our sample was limited to service employees in Shenzhen, China, which limits the 
study’s generalizability. Given that Chinese culture emphasizes harmonious interpersonal 
relationships, service employees there might have different perceptions of customer incivility 
from those in other countries. Thus, future studies should be conducted in different cultural 
contexts.
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Appendix A. Items for each construct
Employee (T1)
Customer incivility (Walker et al., 2014):
“My customers spoke aggressively toward me”.
“My customers used a tone when speaking with me”.
“My customers asked aggressive questions (e.g., “Really?” “Are you kidding?”)”.
“My customers made curt statements toward me”.
Cognitive reappraisal (Spaapen et al., 2014):
“When I want to feel more positive (such as joy or amusement), I change what I’m thinking 
about”. 
“When I’m faced with a stressful situation, I make myself think about it in a way that helps me 
calm down”. 
“When I want to feel more positive emotions, I change the way I’m thinking about the situation”. 
“I control my emotions by changing the way I think about the situation I’m in”.
“When I want to feel less negative emotions, I change the way I’m thinking about the situation”.
Expressive suppression (Spaapen et al., 2014):
“I keep my emotions to myself”. 
“When I am feeling positive emotions, I am careful not to express them”.
“I control my emotions by not expressing them”.
“When I am feeling negative emotions, I make sure not to express them”.
Employee (T2)
Revenge motivation (McCullough et al., 1998):
“I wanted to see that customer get what he/she deserves”.
“I wished that something bad would happen to that customer”.
“I was going to get even with the customer”.
“I would like to make the customer pay”.
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“I wanted to see the customer hurt and miserable”.
Supervisor (T3)
Service sabotage (Chi et al., 2015):
“This employee mistreats customers deliberately”. 
“This employee intentionally hurries customers when he/she wants to”. 
“This employee behaves negatively toward customers”. 
“This employee tries to take revenge on rude customers”. 
“This employee ignores service rules to make things easier for him/her”. 
“This employee intentionally slows down service when he/she wants to”.
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Table 1. Results of confirmatory factor analyses
Model χ2 df ฀χ2/df IFI CFI RMSEA
Baseline model (five-factor model) 522.44 239 2.19 0.92 0.92 0.06
Four-factor model 1: cognitive reappraisal and 
expressive suppression were combined into one factor
845.24 243 3.48 0.82 0.82 0.09
Four-factor model 2: customer incivility and service 
sabotage were combined into one factor
804.66 243 3.31 0.83 0.83 0.09
Four-factor model 3: revenge motivation and service 
sabotage were combined into one factor
793.71 243 3.27 0.84 0.83 0.09
Four-factor model 4: cognitive reappraisal and service 
sabotage were combined into one factor
847.26 243 3.49 0.82 0.82 0.09
Four-factor model 5: expressive suppression and service 
sabotage were combined into one factor
738.04 243 3.04 0.85 0.85 0.08
Four-factor model 6: customer incivility and cognitive 
reappraisal were combined into one factor
897.86 243 3.70 0.81 0.80 0.10
Four-factor model 7: customer incivility and expressive 
suppression were combined into one factor
749.99 243 3.09 0.85 0.85 0.09
Four-factor model 8: customer incivility and revenge 
motivation were combined into one factor
666.32 243 2.74 0.87 0.87 0.08
Note: N = 291; IFI = incremental fit index; CFI = comparative fit index; RMSEA = root-mean-
square error of approximation.
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Table 2. Means, standard deviations, and correlations of all variables
Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1. Gender 1.70 0.46
2. Age 2.75 1.28 0.13*
3. Education 1.46 0.75 0.04 -0.10
4. Tenure 2.14 1.12 0.05 0.47** 0.16**
5. Customer incivility 2.39 0.63 -0.15* 0.02 0.03 -0.01 (0.78)
6. Revenge motivation 2.45 0.66 -0.14* -0.07 0.01 -0.06 0.42** (0.79)
7. Cognitive reappraisal 3.83 0.52 0.11 0.05 0.05 0.13* -0.11 -0.18** (0.72)
8. Expressive suppression 2.82 0.76 -0.13* -0.14* 0.21** -0.13* 0.17** 0.24** -0.07 (0.75)
9. Service sabotage 2.05 0.98 -0.18** -0.11 0.11 -0.02 0.32** 0.31** -0.26** 0.30** (0.94)
Notes: N = 291. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01. Cronbach’s alphas appear in parentheses along the diagonal. Gender: “1” = 
male; “2” = female. Age: “1” = 20 years old or below; “2” = 21-30 years old; “3” = 31-40 years old; “4” = 41-50 
years old; and “5” = 51 years old or above. Education: “1” = high school degree or below; “2” = junior college 
degree; “3” = bachelor’s degree; “4” = master’s degree or above. Tenure: “1” = 1 year or less; “2” = 2-3 years; “3” 
= 3-5 years; “4” = 5-7 years; “5” = more than 7 years.
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Table 3. Results of hypothesis testing
Revenge motivation Service sabotage
M1 M2 M3 M4 M6 M7 M8 M9
Control variable
Gender -0.14* -0.07 -0.02 -0.00 -0.17** -0.13* -0.13* -0.11*
Age -0.03 -0.06 -0.05 -0.04 -0.08 -0.10 -0.08 -0.09
Education 0.02 -0.00 -0.04 -0.04 0.11 0.09 0.10 0.09
Tenure -0.04 -0.03 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.03
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Independent variable
Customer incivility 0.41** 0.38** 0.39** 0.30** 0.22**
Mediator
Revenge motivation 0.29** 0.20**
Moderator
Cognitive reappraisal -0.13* -0.11*
Expressive suppression 0.16** 0.16**
Interaction
Customer incivility × 
Cognitive reappraisal
-0.11*
Customer incivility × 
Expressive suppression
0.15**
F 1.80 13.34** 11.78** 10.67** 3.89* 9.20** 8.80** 9.81**
ΔF 1.80 58.06** 7.42** 5.48** 3.89* 28.92** 27.00** 11.22**
R² 0.03 0.19 0.23 0.26 0.05 0.14 0.13 0.17
ΔR² 0.03 0.17 0.04 0.03 0.05 0.09 0.08 0.03
Note: N = 291; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model
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Figure 2. Interactive effects of customer incivility and cognitive reappraisal on revenge 
motivation
International Journal of Contem
porary H
ospitality M
anagem
ent
Figure 3. Interactive effects of customer incivility and expressive suppression on revenge 
motivation
